Numbering same-sex couples in censuses and population registers by Patrick Festy
Demographic Research   a free, expedited, online journal 
of peer-reviewed research and commentary  
in the population sciences published by the  
Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research 







DEMOGRAPHIC RESEARCH  
 
VOLUME 17 ARTICLE 12, PAGES 339-368 
PUBLISHED 23 NOVEMBER 2007 
http://www.demographic-research.org/Volumes/Vol17/12/ 
DOI:  10.4054/DemRes.2007.17.12 
 
Research Material  
 
Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses  




© 2007 Festy 
 
This open-access work is published under the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution NonCommercial License 2.0 Germany, which permits use, 
reproduction & distribution in  any medium for non-commercial purposes,  
provided the original author(s) and source are given credit.  
See http:// creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/de/ 
 
 Table of Contents 
1  Introduction  340 
     
2  The 1990 and 2000 US censuses: issues at stake  340 
     
3  The 2001 Canadian census: common-law partners (same-sex)  342 
     
4  Back to the 1990 and 2000 US censuses:  
unmarried and married partners 
347 
     
5  The French approach to census data: friends of the same sex  352 
     
6  Same-sex couples in censuses: a tentative overview  357 
6.1  Willingness to declare  357 
6.2  Data reliability  358 
6.3  Possible extensions to other countries  359 
     
7  The Dutch population register: answers without questions  361 
     
8  Conclusion  364 
     
  References  367 
     
 Demographic Research: Volume 17, Article 12 
research material 
http://www.demographic-research.org  339 




The  recommendations  recently  issued  by  the  Conference  of  European  Statisticians 
(CES) for the next round of population and housing censuses underline for the first time 
that some countries might find it in their interest to enumerate same-sex couples. Many 
pitfalls can be expected when such a sensitive topic is newly included in a census. The 
experience  of  the  few  western  countries  that  have  already  taken  initiatives  in  this 
direction  helps  identify  difficulties  to  be  faced  and  suggest  “good  practices”  to  be 
adopted. Coverage is extended to countries which rely on permanent registers rather 
than periodic censuses to enumerate their population. 
 
 
                                                            
1 Institut national d'études démographiques, France. E-mail: festy@ined.fr. Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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1. Introduction 
Following the example of Denmark in 1989, a dozen western countries have introduced 
legal recognition for same-sex couples somewhat similar – and in a few cases equal – to 
marriage (Waaldijk, 2004). In parallel, there has been an increasing desire to know the 
numbers and characteristics of all same-sex couples. This has resulted in the use of 
traditional statistical sources to provide information on this relatively small group.  
US  demographers  led  the  way  with  the  1990  census.  Their  experience  was 
extended to more countries ten year later. For the 2010 round of population and housing 
censuses,  the  recommendations  by  the  Conference  of  European  Statisticians  (CES) 
underline  for  the  first  time  that  some  countries  might  find  it  in  their  interest  to 
enumerate same-sex couples: “data needs can arise resulting from the increasing legal 
recognition of such unions, or on the importance of same-sex cohabiting partners who 
are  not  married/registered.”  (United  Nations  Economic  Commission  for  Europe. 
Conference of European Statisticians, 2006, p. 107) The Conference suggests response 
categories that could be added to the household composition and/or to the de jure and 
de facto marital status questions to identify these couples. The CES has endorsed a plea 
by Statistics Canada, which proposed that “good practices” also be recommended, after 
reviewing the concepts and methods used in several countries (Statistics Canada, 2004). 
There are no such guidelines in the final document, despite the many pitfalls that can be 
expected when such a sensitive topic is newly included in a census. To begin to fill the 
gap  we  analyse  the  few  cases  of  current  practice.  We  also  extend  the  coverage  to 




2. The 1990 and 2000 US censuses: issues at stake  
The pioneering  experience of  US demographers,  with the 1990 then the 2000  data, 
offers a good opportunity to examine the different problems associated with such an 
operation. The census is a huge statistical procedure to gather information from the 
whole population. It has many constraints, but it is nevertheless essential for collecting 
information  on small  groups, such  as  same-sex  couples.  This is particularly so if  a 
breakdown  of  the  geography  and  characteristics  (sex,  age,  location,  education, 
occupation or income) is wanted. Attempts to use survey data have severe limits due to 
sample size, even if a compilation is made of multiple waves of data collection. 
The census uses a self-administered questionnaire, which cannot be too long nor 
too  complicated.  Moreover,  given  the  official  nature  of  the  census,  the  various 
questions must have been agreed upon by a large number of public bodies as relevant Demographic Research: Volume 17, Article 12 
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for increasing our knowledge of the population
2. Hence, the organisers of the census 
cannot develop a long set of questions to deal with a specific topic, especially if it is to 
identify and characterise a very small part of the population. 
In the US, no specific question is addressed to same-sex couples and no specific 
response  item  is  labelled  so  that  such  couples  can  identify  themselves,  and  only 
themselves, through it. In fact, some sort of a two-step procedure is used: couples are 
identified  first,  then  same-sex  couples  are  identified  because  both  members  of  the 
couple have given the same sex (two men or two women). 
The household form can be used on a 100% basis (the so called short form), with a 
question on the relationship between the householder (the person in whose name the 
house is owned or rented) and each household member. See http://www.census.gov/ 
dmd/www/pdf/d61a.pdf question 2 to person 2 or + in the household. Relatives are 
distinguished from non-relatives. Couple relationships are labelled ‘husband/wife’ at 
the top of a rather long list of relatives. ‘Unmarried partner’ is amid a list of non-
relatives some distance away. Information on the sex of the householder and of each 
household member is also needed. It is available from the next question on the same 
form.  No indication on the census  form tells the  same-sex  couples  which box they 
should check to describe their relationship. The US census organisers intend that, when 
the householder belongs to a cohabiting same-sex couple, he/she should identify the 
other one as his/her unmarried partner. Both should then check the same box on the sex 
question. No other recording can be accepted. In particular, since same-sex marriage is 
not legal in the US, the husband/wife answer is not legally correct, nor is any other 
answer in the list of relatives
3.  
                                                            
2 The importance of being fairly counted by the 2000 US census rapidly appeared as a challenge for the 
representatives of the homosexual community, as a matter of principle, but also as a practical and political 
issue. "The Census will provide us with a gold mine of information. We will have a statistical picture of 
same-sex households by racial composition, where they live, and how many children they have," said Dr. 
Lee Badgett, Director of the Institute for Gay and Lesbian Strategic Studies (IGLSS). "The Census tracks 
changes in families in the U.S. Our families deserve to be counted so that the full diversity of the American 
family can be reflected and presented to policy makers." "All public policy flows from the U.S. Census," 
explained Paula Ettelbrick, Family Policy Director of the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force Policy 
Institute  (NGLTF).  "If  we  are  not  counted,  we  lose  out  on  federal  funding  for  research,  funding  for 
community services and passage and implementation of laws that benefit our community. We also sacrifice 
important opportunities for more equitable political representation of our community." Quotations from the 
NGLTF website, 'News and Views’ section - http://www.ngltf.org 
3 In 1990, the Census Bureau systematically rejected same-sex couples who had declared to be other than 
unmarried partners. The published account of homosexual couples was on the basis of this one category 
(more  details  later).  In  2000, to  guide  gay  and  lesbian couples  towards  the  correct  way  of  identifying 
themselves on the census form, IGLSS and NGLTF, in partnership with the US Census Bureau, promoted a 
national  public  education  campaign  aimed  at  encouraging  same-sex  couples  to  be  counted  in  the  U.S. 
Census. The campaign urged those living in the same household to mark the Unmarried Partners' option 
when asked to describe their relationship. The campaign also launched a website, www.WeCount.org, with 
information about the Census and guidance to gay and lesbian couples on answering the Census forms. Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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In  practice,  respondents  filling  in  questionnaires  sometimes  make  mistakes  or 
choose not to follow the rules. Gay and lesbian couples may misidentify themselves, if 
they consider themselves as husbands or wives rather than not related persons or if they 
choose not to declare themselves as partners and prefer to check the housemate or any 
other non-relative box. But heterosexual partners may also happen to check the wrong 
box  on  the  sex  question  (or  the  information  may  be  wrongly  entered  during  data 
processing). The couple will be misidentified. The evaluation of the census material 
relies on the detection, interpretation and measurement of these errors. It should result 
in an improved estimate of the number of same-sex couples, compared with the raw 
figures extracted from fieldwork before any editing, imputation and adjustment. But 
beyond the statistical data collection, another factor needs to be taken into account, that 
of census actors and of their efforts to make the best results available.  
From  census  to  census,  but  still  more  so  from  country  to  country,  procedures 
differ.  Questionnaires  and  data  processing  techniques  vary  and  probably  reflect  an 
unequal  concern  with  the  enumeration  of  same-sex  couples.  These  are  sometimes 
clearly identified as a specific category, sometimes ignored as an intruder in a long-
established list of family forms. A comparative analysis of practices applied in western 
countries to enumerate same-sex couples will be used to substantiate assumptions on 
differential  approaches  to  homosexual  issues  in  the  world  of  statisticians.  Three 
countries will be under scrutiny – Canada, France and the US – with a bird’s eye view 
on New Zealand, England and Germany. There will be an extension to the Netherlands 
as an example of the use of population registers as a substitute for censuses in countries 
which no longer have one.  
 
 
3. The 2001 Canadian census: common-law partners (same-sex) 
Up to 2001, the Canadian censuses followed a procedure that was not very different 
from that in the  US. Persons in the  household  were listed, starting from ‘an  adult’ 
(person 1), and relationships were then described between each subsequent individual 
and person 1. Like in the US, couple relationships could be either ‘Husband or wife of 
Person  1’  or  ‘Common-law  partner  of  Person  1’.  See  http://www12.statcan.ca/ 
english/census01/info/96-2a-en.pdf question to person 2 or +. Unlike the US, the list of 
possible  answers  was  not  organised  around  a  distinction  between  relatives  and  non 
relatives and the two couple items were at the top of the list, one below the other. A 
further difference was the provision of a write-in box to allow any kind of relationship 
to be reported. 
The organisers intended same-sex partners to identify themselves using a write-in 
response (instead of the “unmarried partner” box in the US), although the questionnaire Demographic Research: Volume 17, Article 12 
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contained no explicit instructions for doing so. This information  was only available 
through the Census telephone help line, and through a fact sheet that was distributed to 
gay and lesbian organisations. Comments received on questionnaires and during the 
2001  Census  consultation  process  indicated  that  many  persons  in  same-sex 
relationships were not clear on how to respond, or objected to being included in the 
‘Other’ category. 
In both the 1991 and 1996 Censuses, assessment of data during processing showed 
that some persons in same-sex relationships attempted to report themselves as common-
law partners. In 1996, approximately 11,000 couples did so and declared to be same-
sex. However, analysis of the 1991 and 1996 data revealed that many apparent same-
sex  relationships  were  actually  cases  of  opposite-sex  common-law  partners  who 
mistakenly checked the same response on the gender question. Members of the gay and 
lesbian community expressed dissatisfaction with the failure of censuses to collect and 
publish data on same-sex couples (Turcotte et al, 2003). 
Preparation  of  the  2001  census  paid  close  attention  to  the  best  wording  of 
questions  to  elicit  unambiguous  declarations  from  same-sex  couples.  Alternative 
solutions were envisaged (Turcotte et al, 2003): 
 
-  To keep the previous situation. Same-sex partners should declare to be so in 
the write-in box. But for more clarity, ‘same-sex partners’ would be among the 
examples of ‘Other’ relationships to Person 1 on the census form; 
-  To  adopt  the  US  solution.  Same-sex  partners  should  report  themselves  as 
‘common-law partners’. For more clarity, an instruction would be given on the 
census form (which is not the case in the US); 
-  To insert a new explicit item in the list of possible answers to the question, i.e. 
‘Same-sex partner of Person 1’ just after the first two items ‘Husband or wife 
of Partner 1’, ‘Common-law partner of Person 1’. 
 
The third solution was adopted after extensive consultation of the gay and lesbian 
associations  and testing  (including  qualitative  tests  with  gay  and  lesbian  as  well  as 
general  population  participants).  The  response  items  were  reworded,  so  as  to  put 
heterosexual and homosexual partnerships in a symmetrical formulation: ‘Common-law 
partner (opposite-sex) of Person 1’, ‘Common-law partner (same-sex) of Person 1’. See 
question  6  to  person  2  or  +  in  http://www.statcan.ca/english/sdds/instrument/ 
3901_Q1_V2_E.pdf.  Moreover,  the  sequence  of  questions  was  reorganised,  so  that 
‘Relationship to person 1’ comes after rather than before ‘Sex’, ‘Date of birth’, ‘Marital 
status’ and ‘Is this person living with a common-law partner?’. This last question is 
accompanied by the following definition on the census form: “Common-law refers to Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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two people of the opposite sex or of the same sex who live together as a couple but who 
are not legally married to each other.”
4 
In brief, every effort was made in the 2001 Canadian census to give homosexual 
couples the possibility to identify themselves and to be enumerated
5. 
Despite clarification, risks of inconsistency always exist between information on 
relationship to person 1 and on sex of the two persons concerned. It may happen either 
because of respondent(s) who check(s) a wrong item, or because of operators who later 
process the data. Out of 41,880 couples who had declared to be common-law partners 
(same-sex), 11,864 were not between individuals of the same sex
6. Reciprocally, out of 
1,100,000 couples who had declared to be common-law partners (opposite-sex), 6,227 
were  not  between  individuals  of  opposite  sex.  A  sample  of  inconsistent  cases  was 
selected to determine how many of the couples were in fact same-sex or opposite-sex. 
Questionnaires were examined for given names as well as comments and capture errors 
that  might  provide insight into the situation.  The  vast  majority of  cases  were  valid 
common-law  couples.  Of  these,  a  substantial  proportion  could  not  be  identified  as 
clearly  opposite-sex  or  same-sex  due  to  unfamiliar  or  ambiguous  names,  and  the 
overwhelming majority of the others turned out to be opposite-sex.  
Among  those  identified  as  couples  who  had  declared  to  be  in  a  same-sex 
relationship but who also reported being male and female, 99% proved to be different-
sex and 1% same-sex, i.e. some 11,000 versus 100 respectively. The former statistic is 
to be compared with the 1,100,000 heterosexual couples, 1% of whom checked the 
wrong relationship item. The couples who ticked the wrong sex represent 0.3% of cases 
among  the  30,000  homosexual  couples.  Among  those  who  had  declared  to  be  in  a 
different-sex  relationship  but  who  had  both  given  the  same  sex,  89%  proved  to  be 
different-sex and 11% same-sex, i.e. more than 5,500 versus some 600 respectively. For 
opposite  sex  couples,  0.5%  gave  a  wrong  sex.  For  same-sex  couples  2%  gave  the 
incorrect relationship. Rates of error differ little between the two groups (0.3 to 0.5% on 
sex; 1 or 2% on relationship), with two consequences. First, the impact is radically 
asymmetrical. Large numbers of different sex-couples were wrongly classified as same-
                                                            
4 In 1996, the definition clearly pointed to heterosexual couples: “Common-law refers to two people who live 
together as husband and wife but who are not legally married to each other.” 
5 As in the 2001 Census, the question on household relationships in the 2006 Census includes a response 
category for the identification of same-sex common-law partners. But same-sex couples may happen now to 
be married. In this case, the relationship must be declared by a written response of ‘same-sex married spouse’ 
in the write-in field. This possibility is provided on the census forms among the examples illustrating cases of 
‘Other’ responses. 
Gay and lesbian associations have taken as discriminatory the fact that same-sex married couples are required 
to use the ‘Other’ response rather than to check the ‘Husband or wife’ box. According to Statistics Canada, 
either response will be captured correctly as a married same-sex couple. Nothing can be said now on the 
impact this confusion may have had on the quality of the 2006 data. 
6 The study reported here only concerns persons numbered 1 and 2 on the household list. 41,880 is the total of 
the first three figures in the median column in Table 1; 11,864 is the total of the second and third figures. Demographic Research: Volume 17, Article 12 
http://www.demographic-research.org  345 
sex and likely to seriously inflate the count of such couples. Tiny numbers of same-sex 
couples were wrongly classified as different-sex, with a marginal influence on the total. 
Second, methods that reallocate inconsistent cases in proportion to consistent ones are 
efficient: huge numbers of dubious cases are reclassified as heterosexual couples and 
small numbers as homosexual couples. 
 
Table 1:  Estimates of person 1 and person 2 in the household having a same-
sex common law relationship 



















X    X      30,016        30,016 
X      X    11,062  647  383  4  116 
X        X  802  405  320  127  318 
  X  X      6,227  623  406  44  675 
X  X        533  325  171  18  56 
Total  48,640  2,000  1280  193  31,181 
 
1  Questionnaires examined for inconsistencies 
2  Questionnaires where couples and the sex of the partners where identified without ambiguity 
3  Inconsistent cases are allocated to same-sex common law relationships in proportion to same-sex couples among the identified  
cases. The results are only likely averages since the procedure is stochastic, but the confidence interval is small. 
Source: 2001 Census of Canada, from Statistics Canada.- Families. 2001 Census Technical Report. 
 
Before any editing, the number of couples who consistently declared to be same-
sex and to be both males or both females was 30,016 and the number of couples with 
inconsistent  answers  amounted  to  18,624.  After  allocation  of  the  cases  with 
inconsistencies between the type of common-law partnership and the sex of the partner, 
the estimated number of same-sex couples rose to 31,181 (+1,165). A majority of re-
allocated  cases  result  from  errors  on  relationship  to  person  1,  which  was  wrongly 
checked ‘opposite-sex’, a minority from errors on sex. The result remains well below 
the raw number of these couples, cited above (41,880), because a large proportion of 
inconsistencies are due to opposite-sex couples that misclassify themselves.  
Other errors are cases of same-sex couples who did not check the right box in the 
Relationship to Person 1. They provided a write-in response (‘Other’) or they classified 
themselves  as  ‘room-mate’  or  ‘husband/wife’
7.  When  each  case  was  examined  and 
when all other variables pointed to it being a valid same-sex couple, the total estimated 
number of these couples rose once more, but less than previously, to 31,748 (+567). 
                                                            
7  The write-in box in the question of Relationship to Person 1 could include answers like Brother/sister’s 
same-sex partner, Cousin’s same-sex partner, etc. The final result is lower than the published number of 
34,200, since it only includes cases where the couple reported in the first two positions on the questionnaire.  Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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The  numbers  are  small.  Few  same-sex  couples  mistakenly  or  deliberately  declared 
themselves as married. 
To conclude, the Canadian procedure in 2001, with an explicit response item for 
same-sex couples in the list of relationships in the household, has been very efficient. 
Inconsistencies remain, due to errors in the declaration of sex by heterosexual couples, 
but such cases can be reallocated. In 2006, New Zealand has adopted the same overall 
method (Box A). 
 
 
Box A: New Zealand: 
from a US-type questionnaire to an improved Canada-style formulation 
In 1996 and 2001, Statistics New Zealand issued statistics on same-sex couples relying 
on  questions  similar  in  spirit  to  the  ones  in  the  US  censuses.  Relationships  to  any 
person in the same household could be: 
 
(i)  ‘my legal husband or wife’,  
(ii)  ‘my partner or de facto, or boyfriend or girlfriend’, etc.  
 
Same-sex partners were expected to mark the latter category, as instructed in the 
Help Notes (but not on the census form). They were identified by crosschecking both 
individuals’ answers to the sex question. As early as 1998, when preparing the 2001 
census, Statistics New Zealand (1998, p. 24) acknowledged that “the question wording 
may need to be addressed to make it clearer that gay and lesbian relationships are a 
valid response.” Left unamended, the procedure was questioned again five years later 
“as leaving room for misunderstanding, incorrect reporting by respondents, and thus an 
undercount in the output data.” (Statistics New Zealand, 2003, p. 9) 
Under the pressure of gay and lesbian organisations (Saxton, Hughes, 2003), the 
relationship categories in the 2006 census were redeveloped along the lines followed by 
Statistics Canada. Cognitive testing was conducted with groups of varied composition 
including  gays  and  lesbians,  but  also  minority  cultures,  respondents  with  different 
religious beliefs, etc. Follow-up surveys after field test and the dress rehearsal helped 
determine public acceptance of the new same-sex/opposite-sex categories. (Statistics 
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By the same time these innovations had been accepted, the Civil union act 2004 
was adopted and came into effect on 26 April 2005, some one year before the census 
and after the closure of the test and dress rehearsal period. The legislation allows two 
people to have their relationship solemnised as a civil union and officially registered, 
whether these two people are same-sex or opposite-sex. Despite the impossibility of 
pre-testing  it,  it  was  decided  to  take  account  of  these  new  categories  and  to  fully 
develop the list of response items in the living arrangements question on the individual 
form of the 2006 census. Relationships to any person in the household can be: 
 
(i)  ‘my legal husband or wife’, 
(ii)  ‘my opposite-sex civil union partner’, 
(iii)  ‘my same-sex civil union partner’, 
(iv)  ‘my opposite-sex partner or de facto, boy friend or girlfriend’, 
(v)  ‘my same-sex partner or de facto, boyfriend or girl friend’, etc. 
 
It  is  the  first  time,  to  our  knowledge,  that  same-sex  partners’  legalised  and 
consensual  unions  are  treated  in  parallel  to  those  of  opposite-sex  partners.  In 
consequence, two specific lines are devoted to them in the census questionnaire. From 
the first experiences, it is expected that “respondents would skim the answers to find 
their option” (Statistics New Zealand, no date, p. 18), but only a careful evaluation of 




4. Back to the 1990 and 2000 US censuses: unmarried and married 
partners  
Decisions taken during processing of the 1990 US data went in the same direction as 
those  just  discussed  for  Canada.  Same-sex  couples  who  had  checked  the 
‘Husband/wife’  box  were  considered  as  erroneous.  Their  identification  took  into 
consideration the answers also given to the marital status question. When both members 
reported being ‘Married’, they were re-classified as opposite-sex: i.e. sex of one of the 
spouses was changed. When at least one member was unmarried, the relationship to the 
householder was changed from ‘Husband/wife’ to another item in proportion to fully 
declared similar cases. This procedure ensured that no same-sex spouse response could 
be subsequently allocated. It produced a set of allocated responses, which could have 
been  an  ‘Unmarried  partner’  response  as  well  as  any  other  one,  depending  on  the 
age/sex/marital status profile of the respondent. This would include being allocated as a Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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sibling or a relative, for example, or, if the age differences were large enough (15 or 
more years), even a parent or child of the householder. Given the actual numbers of 
couples  and  non-couples  among  the  households  with  two  same-sex  adults,  the 
probability for declared husbands or wives of being reallocated to unmarried partners 
was extremely small. In brief, the 1990 procedure excluded almost systematically same-
sex persons who had declared being husbands or wives from the count of same-sex 
couples (Yax, 2002). The decision was clearly condemned by some gay and lesbian 
associations. 
In 2000, the atmosphere had changed. The Census bureau took into consideration 
the fact that couples in long term same-sex relationships may consider themselves as 
‘married partners’ and thus respond as such on the Census form. Declarations of same-
sex couples as husbands or wives were considered as invalid because of the law
8, but 
not  as  erroneous.  They  were  systematically  turned  into  same-sex  unmarried 
partnerships.  
From  1990  to  2000,  the  number  of  same-sex  couples  estimated  from  censuses 
jumped from 145,130 to 594,391. The increase can be partly attributed to the change in 
the procedure adopted by the Census bureau. It is difficult to measure this number from 
the census itself, but it could be obtained from the Census 2000 Supplementary Survey, 
which collected data from 700,000 households, concurrently with the decennial census, 
through the use of long-form questionnaires comparable to the census ones (Black et al, 
2002).  The  enumerated  same-sex  couples  (Table  2)  were,  in  approximately  equal 
proportions,  declared  as  unmarried  and  married  partners  (some  300,000  in  each 
category). But they were at very different risks of being contaminated by different-sex 
couples who had checked a wrong box on sex, since married heterosexual couples are 
more than ten times more numerous than unmarried heterosexual ones (53 versus 4.5 
million). If one assumes, like in Canada, that 0.5% of heterosexual couples wrongly 
declare  their  sex  and  appear  as  homosexual,  there  will  be  as  many  as  265,000 
(= 53,000,000*0.005)  among  the  married  same-sex  couples  and  as  few  as  22,000 
(= 4,500,000*0.005) among the unmarried ones (Table 2, 1st column). Reciprocally, if 
one assumes, like in Canada, that 0.3% of homosexual couples wrongly declare their 
sex and appear as heterosexual, there will be 1,000 (= 300,000*0.003) missing from the 
married  as  well  as  from  the  unmarried  same-sex  couples.  In  total,  the  number  of 
homosexual couples who declared being unmarried is slightly overestimated (7%) and 
those who declared being married are nine times too many.  
                                                            
8 An Act of the Congress in 1996 urged “the various administrative bureaus and agencies of the United States 
[to consider that] the word ‘marriage’ means only a legal union between one man and one woman as husband 
and wife, and the word ‘spouse’ refers only to a person of the opposite sex who is a husband or wife”. There 
were several challenges in the courts concerning the legality of same-sex marriages. Demographic Research: Volume 17, Article 12 
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However, the estimates are fragile, given the huge size of the group of married 
opposite-sex couples. If the miscoding rate on sex was 0.3 instead of 0.5% (Table 2, 2
nd 
column), the number of same-sex couples declared as married would only be twice the 
actual level (308,000 versus 150,000). That of same-sex couples declared as unmarried 
would only be 4% too high (313,000 versus 301,000). 
 
Table 2:  Estimated number of same-sex couples corrected for miscoding of sex 






      Couples declared as unmarried 
Original numbers  313,350  313,330  4,486,400 
Different-sex couples with 
miscoded sex
1  -22,430  -13,460  +22,430/13,460 
Same-sex couples who 
miscoded sex
2  +940  +940  -940 
Corrected numbers  291,860  300,810  4,507,890/4,498,920 
      Couples declared as married 
Original numbers  308,050  308,050  53,100,000 
Different-sex couples with 
miscoded sex
1  -265,500  -159,300  +265,500/159,300 
Same-sex couples who 
miscoded sex
2  +920  +920  -920 
Corrected numbers  33,470  149,670  53,364,580/53,258,380 
 
1 Estimated as 0.5% (first column) or 0.3% (second) of opposite-sex couples that appear as same sex. 
2 Estimated as 0.3% of same-sex couples that appear as opposite-sex. 
Source: Census 2000 Supplementary Survey, from Black et alii, 2002.  
 
Black et alii (2002) propose the procedure described below to estimate the likely 
miscoding rate on sex. In the Census 2000 Supplementary Survey, the fraction of same-
sex couples that lived with children aged 18 or less was substantially higher for those 
declared as married than for those declared as unmarried: 37% versus 21%. Both of 
these proportions were lower than those recorded among opposite-sex couples: 48% if 
married and 44% if unmarried. These results are affected by the undue presence of 
heterosexual  couples  among  the  homosexual  ones,  with  heavier  weights  among  the 
declared married partners than among the unmarried ones. The authors assume that the 
“true” proportion of same-sex couples with children is x%, whether they declare being 
married or not. The observed proportion is 37% instead of x among those declared as 
married because of the presence of many opposite-sex married couples. The observed 
proportion  is  21%  instead  of  x  among  those  declared  as  unmarried  because  of  the 
presence of a few opposite-sex unmarried couples. The other unknown of these two Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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equations is the miscoding rate on sex, which results in heterosexual couples being 
wrongly classified as homosexual
9. One can estimate simultaneously this rate and the 
“true” proportion of same-sex couples with children, from the basic data in the table 
above.  The  solutions  are:  0.3%  of  couples  that  miscode  sex  and  20%  of  same-sex 
couples with children. They point to the 2
nd column of Table 2 as the best estimate of 
same-sex couples: a total of 450,000. 
In  conclusion,  the  US  method  uses  no  specific  item  responses  for  same-sex 
couples. Its results may be heavily affected by the behaviour of same-sex couples and 
that of statistical offices. Do the former tick the right box and do the latter accept 
unexpected answers? Uncertainties interfere with those linked to miscoding on sex by 
couples, which ‘create’ same-sex couples from the huge group of different-sex couples. 
The  numerical  consequences  may  be  important  if  married  same-sex  couples  are 
accepted as a possible answer, since married different-sex couples outnumber them by 
far. England used the US method in 2001 (Box B). 
 
                                                            
9 Miscoding by same-sex couples can be neglected as inconsequential in numbers. Demographic Research: Volume 17, Article 12 
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Box B. The 2001 English census:  
the relationship matrix and cohabiting same-sex couples 
The procedure followed in England and Wales to number same-sex couples from the 
2001 census does not differ essentially from the US procedure. Persons in households 
were asked to describe their relationship from a list of 11 items, the first two of which 
were ‘Husband or wife’ and ‘Partner’. Cohabiting couples were taken as two persons 
who had declared themselves as partners. The category included same-sex couples if 
the two persons had both answered male or female to the sex question. A total of 88,300 
couples  were  identified  this  way  and  were  subject  to  a  thorough  validation,  which 
resulted in the rejection of 55 per cent of them (49,000) (Office for National Statistics, 
2005, p. 29). Such a percentage is very high, compared to US results.  
 
o  A large fraction (25 out of 55, i.e. some 22,000 couples) resulted from 
wrong imputation of the relationship information. It may be due to the use 
of  a  complex  “relationship  matrix”  to  picture  household  composition. 
People  were  asked  to  complete  a  series  of  grids  that  mapped  the 
relationships  of  household  members  to  one  another,  not  only  to  the 
reference  person.  Complexity  resulted  in  relatively  high  rates  of  non 
response and imputation (relationship to person 1 in the household list 
was not given in 3.5 per cent of cases and had to be imputed in 4.7 per 
cent, a total of 1,326,000 imputations).  
o  The second largest fraction (18 out of 55, i.e. some 17,000 couples) was 
due to the wrong imputation of an additional person in the household. It 
must  be  linked  to  another  peculiarity  of  the  English  census,  the  “one 
number census” procedure, which adjusted the census database for under-
enumeration.  It  resulted  in  the  imputation  of  1.3  million  additional 
households (5.9 per cent of the total household estimate), plus 0.6 million 
people imputed in counted households (1.2 percent of the total population 
estimate). 
o  The third fraction (12 out of 55, i.e. some 10,000 couples) was caused by 
the  wrong  sex  being  ticked.  As  in  the  US  or  in  Canada,  heterosexual 
unmarried couples wrongly ticked the answer to the sex question for one 
of the partners. Since there were 2,000,000 such couples, their rate of 
error is 0.5 percent, as it is in Canada. 
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5. The French approach to census data: friends of the same sex 
In France, the census has, for many years, adopted a different approach to the collection 
of information on relationships between the reference person and the other members in 
the household. Instead of an explicit list of response items that defines the possible 
answers, the question remains open-ended with a number of suggestions made to the 
respondent. From the dwelling bulletin, the first person on the household roster is “one 
of the members of a couple” and the second “the spouse or, if there is no spouse, one of 
the adults living in the dwelling”. Suggested relationships are “spouse,  cohabitation 
partner,  son,  daughter,  father,  mother,  grandson,  daughter  in  law,  nephew,  friend, 
subtenant, etc.” No indication is given concerning same-sex partners but neither the 
spouse  nor  the  cohabitation  partner  is  said  to  be  opposite-sex.  See 
http://www.recensement.insee.fr/FR/RUB_MOT/logement.pdf  ‘Liste  A’  on  the 
household form of the 1999 census. The sex of each household member is given on 
his/her  individual  form.  The  apparent  flexibility  offered  by  the  questionnaire  is 
seriously counteracted by the coding rules. For instance the reference person of the 
household is not simply the first one on the list. A strong priority is given to men, 
activity status and age, beyond the already cited fact of belonging to a couple (“The 
reference person is chosen among all men in couples in the household; if there are 
none, among the adults of a single parent family, if there are none, among the persons 
who are not sub-tenants or accommodated employees. The criterion is to choose the 
oldest  economically  active  person  or,  if  there  are  none  in  the  dwelling,  the  oldest 
person.”
10) When the person on the first line does not comply with these rules and a 
new reference person has to be chosen, all the links with the other household members 
must be reinterpreted. 
If the reference person is partnered – and he is likely to be so, given the priority 
attached to  men in  couples – the second person to be  coded is his partner,  whether 
married or not. However “the partner of the first person must be unique and of the 
opposite sex.”
11 If the subsequent check on the sex of the individuals reveals him/her to 
be of the same sex as the reference person, their link is re-coded blank. Ultimately, the 
blank code is re-re-coded ‘other relative’. 
In brief, same-sex couples who have declared themselves as such cannot be found 
in any partner category (married or unmarried), which is strictly limited to opposite-sex 
couples. They are to be found with other relatives, together with cousins, uncles/aunts 
                                                            
10 Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques, p.137, our translation. 
11 Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques, p.34, our translation.  Demographic Research: Volume 17, Article 12 
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or  nephews/nieces  of  the  reference  person,  and  they  cannot  be  distinguished  from 
them
12. 
From a large sample extracted from the census, where the respondents were asked 
again their relationship status, the number of estimated same-sex couples was as low as 
10,500 (compared, for instance, with 34,200 in the half as populous Canada). But all the 
questionnaire wording definitely pointed to couples being heterosexual (Toulemon et al, 
2005). We prefer to resort to Labour Force Surveys conducted in the second half of the 
1990s along lines that did not differ much from the census. This time, same-sex couples 
that declared themselves as such were not rejected from data processing. In 1995-1999, 
they  were 45,000 on average each  year, i.e. 0.3%  of all  couples enumerated in the 
surveys.  
One hypothesis is that a majority of same-sex couples have declared another type 
of  relationship  at  census,  the  most  likely  one  being  ‘friends’  rather  than  ‘other 
relatives’, ‘owner-tenant’ or ‘employer-employee’. Reasons to believe that there  are 
few hidden same-sex couples in the last three categories are the following: 
 
￿  ‘Owner-subtenant’ and ‘employer-employee’ are numerically very small 
and leave almost no room for hidden partners (there are only some 10,000 
same-sex  pairs  of  owners-subtenants  in  the  total  population  and  2,000 
same-sex pairs of employers-employees, compared with 76,000 same-sex 
pairs of friends). 
￿  In households of two ‘other relatives’, the proportion of same-sex pairs is 
64%, which looks reasonable, if we consider that INSEE reclassified as 
such the same-sex couples who declared themselves in this way. They are 
added to genuine same-sex dyads of ‘other relatives’, which are likely to 
be well balanced between same-sex and different-sex: in French society, 
sister-sister or brother-brother are as acceptable types of cohabitation as 
sister-brother  By contrast, the proportion of same-sex pairs of ‘friends’ 
looks very high (87%)
13. 
￿  The characteristics of same-sex ‘other relatives’ are not in line with what 
we know on homosexual couples from other sources. This is contrary to 
same-sex ‘friends’, which will be shown to be over represented in the 
Paris region or at University level of education, compared to opposite-sex 
couples. 
                                                            
12 Sons/daughters of the reference person or his partner are one category (with sons-in-law/daughters-in-law, 
stepdaughters/stepsons). Grandsons/grand-daughters of the reference person or his partner are another. So are 
the ascendants of the reference person or his partner (parents, grand-parents). So, same-sex other relatives 
may be same-sex cousin-cousin, uncle-nephew, aunt-niece, as well as same-sex partners. 
13 Due to the small proportion of different-sex friends, the probability that same-sex friends include persons 
with miscoded sex is lower than the reciprocal situation. Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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One reason to believe that same-sex ‘friends’ could be homosexual couples is the 
typical way they differ from heterosexual couples on a number of key characteristics. 
Two examples are given based on comparisons between France and Canada (Tables 3 
and 4). Same-sex friends are over-represented in large urban units (200,000 inhabitants 
and over) and under-represented in small urban units (below 50,000 inhabitants) and 
rural communes. And the same holds for same-sex couples in large census metropolitan 
areas in Canada (500,000 inhabitants and over) and out of census metropolitan areas. 
Same-sex friends are also over-represented at university level and under-represented at 
primary school level, as are same-sex couples in Canada
14. 
 
Table 3:  Distribution of same-sex and opposite-sex pairs by size of 
geographical units 

















69.5  38.9 
Urban units, 
50,000<200,000 




12.1  14.0 
Urban units 
<50,000 & rural 
communes 
31.3  51.1 
Out of census 
metropolitan areas 
18.4  47.1 
Total  100.0  100.0  Total  100.0  100.0 
 
Sources: 1999 Census for France and 2001 Census for Canada, from 
Digoix et al, 2004. 
Turcotte et al, 2003 
 
                                                            
14 Students sharing the same household have been excluded from the French statistics. Despite this, it is 
possible that same-sex friends are disproportionately urban, even if they are not linked by homosexuality. For 
instance it could be due to housing scarcity. The argument cannot be a demonstration that all ‘friends’ are 
‘couples’. They are not. It is just a suggestion based on similarities. Demographic Research: Volume 17, Article 12 
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Table 4:  Distribution of same-sex and opposite-sex pairs by educational 
attainment 











M  F  M  F 
Educational level 
M  F  M  F 
University  36.2  38.4  21.1  20.6 
University with 
degree 
33.4  34.8  18.7  16.5 
Secondary 
school 
48.1  45.2  54.7  54.1 
Intermediate 
level 
55.7  54.1  53.7  57.2 
Primary school  15.7  15.4  24.2  25.4 
Less than high 
school 
10.9  11.1  27.6  26.3 
Total  100.0  100.0  100.0  100.0  Total  100.0  100.0  100.0  100.0 
 
Sources: See Table 3. 
 
In brief, the French method of data collection enables same-sex couples to declare 
themselves. But it offers no indication of the way to do it. People would have to openly 
write that they are a homosexual couple, which a majority dare not do. And if they do, 
the data processing system rejects them. Reluctance to declare is equally visible in the 
German micro-census (Box C). Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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Box C. Same-sex couples in German micro-censuses 
Since 1996, the annual German micro census (Mikrozensus) has given two estimates of 
the number of same-sex couples. The first comes from the processing of the relationship 
question  in  the  household  roster.  From  1996  to  2004,  the  question  concerned  the 
relationship of any household member to the first person on the list. Only one couple 
could be identified this way. In 2005, a new question was introduced on the partnership 
of every household member to any other person in the household. Several couples can 
be identified. In both cases, the wording of the question is neutral regarding the sex of 
the partner (Lebenspartner, Lebenspartnerin). There is no interference either with the 
legal  status  of  the  couple,  who  can  be  legalised  or  not  if  same-sex 
(Lebenspartnerschaft), but not married. With this type of self-declaration, the number 
of same-sex couples has grown from 38,000 in 1996 to 60,000 in 2005 (Table C1). 
Compared  to  the  total  number  of  couples  (same-sex  or  not,  married  or  not),  the 
proportion has risen from 0.2 to 0.3%.  
The  Statistisches  Bundesamt  (2006)  contrasts  this  “restricted”  definition  to  an 
“enlarged” one, which takes account of all pairs of same-sex unrelated persons aged 16 
years or more in the households. The numbers are three times higher, from 124,000 in 
1996 to 173,000 in 2005. They are considered as upper limits because they include pairs 
of students sharing the same dwelling, but they also suggest reluctance to declare same-
sex relationships in large official statistical operations, similar to that perceptible in 
France.  
 
Table C1:  Germany. Number of same-sex couples at micro-censuses,  
according to the type of estimate 
Same-sex couples declared as such 
Date 
Total  Male couples  Female couples 
Households of 
same-sex adults 
04/1996  38000  23000  15000  124000 
04/1997  39000  22000  17000  114000 
04/1998  44000  25000  19000  134000 
04/1999  41000  25000  16000  128000 
05/2000  47000  27000  20000  142000 
04/2001  50000  29000  21000  147000 
04/2002  53000  31000  22000  148000 
05/2003  58000  32000  26000  159000 
03/2004  56000  30000  26000  160000 
2005  60000  36000  24000  173000 
 
Source : Statistisches Bundesamt, 2006 
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6. Same-sex couples in censuses: a tentative overview 
Enumerating same-sex couples by censuses poses two major problems well illustrated 
by several recent experiences. The first lies in the willingness of same-sex (unmarried) 
couples to declare themselves as such. The second is the unreliability of answers, which 
may create confusion in the identification of same-sex couples.  
 
 
6.1 Willingness to declare 
In France, support has been given to the assumption that same-sex partners could have 
declared  being  ‘friends’.  There  were  76,000  such  cases,  compared  with  some 
13,400,000 couples (opposite or same-sex, married or not), i.e. 0.6% (Table 5). Another 
assumption, also partly supported, is that same-sex couples who declared themselves as 
such were a minority (one third of all same-sex couples). The estimates we can extract 
from the German micro-census are consistent with the French results. 
 
Table 5:  Estimated numbers of same-sex couples, in proportion to all couples 











Declared as unmarried 
couple 
0.3%  0.5%  0.5% 
Declared as married 
couple 
 
0.3%  0.3% 
0.25% 
Declared as other    0.6%  0.5%  0.25%?? 
0.01% 
Total    0.9%  0.8%  1.0%?  0.5% 
 
Sources: see above and text 
 
 
In the US, the Census Bureau has assumed that same-sex couples had not only 
declared being unmarried partners, as they should have, but also husbands or wives. 
After correction for miscoding on sex, the latter are estimated to be 150,000 and the 
former 300,000. Thus as proportions of the 58 million couples, they represented 0.25% 
and 0.5%. There is no estimate of same-sex couples who did not identify themselves as Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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partners,  even  if  signs  exist  that some did  so  (Badgett  and  Rodgers,  2003)
15. From 
various national surveys in the 1990s, Black et al (2000) evidence that the total ratio 
could be about 1.0%. 
In  Canada,  where  the  response  items  had  been  carefully  designed,  only  a  few 
hundred  couples  identified  themselves  as  husbands/wives,  or  room-mates,  or  other. 




6.2 Data reliability 
Only in Canada were errors in declaration or coding carefully analysed. There are errors 
on the sex of individuals and on their relationship. The former probably exist in any 
census  and  measurements  taken  in  Canada  can  tentatively  be  extended  to  other 
countries. The latter may be more specific, due to the design of the question and of the 
response items. 
In the large group of heterosexual couples, 0.5% wrongly appeared as same-sex 
because one of the two partners made an error on sex. In the small group of homosexual 
couples, the frequency of error was 0.3%. The orders of magnitude are in line with 
measurements  taken  in  the  US  and  England.  In  Canada,  these  errors  were 
inconsequential because sex was double-checked: relationship was declared as same- or 
opposite-sex, and errors on sex revealed inconsistencies to be corrected. The situation is 
different when the relationship makes no distinction and the identification of same-sex 
couples relies on sex declaration, as is the case in the US. It is confirmed here that the 
consequences  may  be  serious  if  the  same-  and  opposite-sex  groups  are  highly 
unbalanced, as is the case for married couples. 
On relationship to the household reference person, the frequency of errors was 
higher than on sex (1% in the large group of opposite-sex couples and 2% in the small 
group of same-sex couples). This can probably be partly attributed to the format of the 
                                                            
15  From (non representative) samples with persons who had filled in the questionnaire, Badgett and Rogers 
(2003) conclude that a large majority of same-sex couples had declared to be unmarried partners. Among 
those who had not, those who had declared to be roommates were more numerous than those who had chosen 
husbands/wives. The samples were taken from an online poll and among participants in the 2000 Millenium 
March.  They  probably  over-represent  persons  informed  by  the  information  campaign  during  the  census 
(respectively 42% and 60% had read or heard of the ‘unmarried partner’ option). This may explain the high 
percentages of those who checked the right box. 
At the Census 2000 Dress Rehearsal in 1998, the proportion of same-sex couples who had declared being 
married was astonishingly diverse (figures not corrected for miscoding on sex): 3 out of 10 in Sacramento 
(California) and 7 out of 10 in Columbia (South Carolina). The authors suggested that people in California 
were more familiar with the concept of ‘unmarried partnership’, due to the possibility to have domestic 
partnership recognised. (Fields and Clark, 1999) Demographic Research: Volume 17, Article 12 
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list  of  response  items.  ‘Common-law  partner  (opposite-sex)  of  Person  1’  and 
‘Common-law partner (same-sex) of Person 1’ as two alternative answers were adjacent 
(one below the other) and had very similar wording (only one word different out of 
eight), in a relatively long list of 13 items. Confusion is unlikely in the US census 
between  the  ‘Husband/wife’  and  ‘Unmarried  partner’  items,  as  they  are  highly 
differentiated in location and wording in the questionnaire. 
 
 
6.3 Possible extensions to other countries 
We will now look at censuses taken around 2000 in the western world to assess their 
capacity to enumerate same-sex couples (Table 6). Modern censuses collect information 
at  household  and  individual  levels.  Most  often,  the  household  form  contains  the 
information on links between persons. The individual form goes into more details on 
each enumerated person
16. Information on the sex of the partners is available there in 
most countries
17. 
Identifying  same-sex  couples  by  a  specific  response  item  in  answer  to  the 
relationship question was replicated in no country other than Canada. The open-ended 
question  to  be  coded  later  is  unique  to  France.  Everywhere,  enumerating  same-sex 
couples should go through a US-type procedure, where same-sex couples are identified 
by two questions: one on relationship, another one on sex. Given the risk of error on sex 
and  the  huge  prevalence  of  married  couples  among  partners  of  opposite-sex,  it  is 
essential to keep these distinct from unmarried couples. It is not done in Luxembourg 
and Spain. New Zealand is the most detailed in the content of the item: ‘partner or de 
facto, boyfriend or girlfriend’. Might it help to elicit answers from same-sex couples?  
The US is unique in classifying unmarried partnership in the not related category, 
an option that may guide same-sex couples towards the husband/wife box. Elsewhere in 
non-European countries, the unrelated category is essentially opened to flatmates. Can 
its very existence attract answers from same-sex couples? 
Some  countries  have  very  detailed  response  items  for  family  relationships  and 
almost nothing on unrelated household members (Italy and UK). Could these long lists 
be  deterrent  for  same-sex  couples,  even  if  the  partner  (convivente  in  Italy)  box  is 
available for them? Finally, note that in no country does the census form give same-sex 
                                                            
16 In New Zealand the information on relationships in the household was collected twice in 2001, on the 
household and individual forms. 
Belgium  in 2001  was  an  exception  on another  point. Relatives  in the household  were  not  listed by  the 
respondent but by the National Register. Only non-relatives were asked about. We come back to registers 
later. 
17 Again with the exception of Belgium, but also of France, where the household form only includes the name 
and first name of the household members and their links to the householder as an open-ended question.  Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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couples any indications on how they should complete the form to identify themselves. 
Various other examples are given, most often attached to the write-in boxes. 
 

























































































































The conjugal relationship                       
●    Legal and de facto are separate  x  x  x  x  x    x    x  x  x 
Number of specified related  
(other than conjugal) 
3  1  7  4  11  3  3  3  3  7  8 
Other relatives        x  x  x    x  x  x  x 
●    + write in        x              x 
Number of specified unrelated  1    2        1    2    4 
Other unrelated    x    x  x        x     
●    + write in                       
Other (unspecified)      x  x    x  x  x    x  x 






























      x         
 
Australia. Unrelated: Unrelated flatmate or co-tenant  is the specified category / Other: e.g. son-in-law, granddaughter, uncle, 
boarder 
Belgium. Legal links are documented by the National Register. The census only collects information on de facto relationships 
(partner, partner’s child, other non relative) 
Canada. Common-law partners are opposite-sex / same-sex. Unrelated: Lodger or boarder; Room-mate are specified categories / 
Other: e.g. grandparent, cousin, niece or nephew, lodger’s husbnd or wife, room-mate’s daughter or son, employee. 
France. The relationship is described by the respondent; examples are given: spouse, cohabiting partner, son daughter, father, 
mother, grandson, daughter in law, nephew, friend, sub-tenant. 
Ireland. Unrelated (including foster children). 
Luxembourg. “The spouse of the reference person can also be the partner in a common law union”. 
New Zealand. The household form does not distinguish between legal and de facto partners, but the individual form does (partner or 
de facto, boyfriend or girlfriend). Unrelated: Flatmate is the specified category. / Other (e.g. grandchild, visitor on the HH form; 
grandmother, mother-in-law, partner’s father or boarder on the individual form). 
Switzerland. In the case of a couple, both are household heads. Unrelated: Domestic employee; Lodger  are specified categories  
Other: e.g. foster child, boarder 
US. Unrelated: Roomer, boarder; Housemate, roommate; Unmarried partners; Foster child are specified categories. 
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7. The Dutch population register: answers without questions 
In the Netherlands, like in most Northern European countries, population censuses no 
longer exist and the largest bulk of demographic statistics are extracted from registers. 
Information concerning local populations is continuously updated. This is essentially on 
vital  events  affecting  individuals  (birth,  death,  marriage
18,  registered  partnership
19, 
divorce, migration). 
Although attached to the individuals, this type of information also reveals links 
between persons. Birth establishes a link between child and parents, marriage between 
spouses; divorce dissolves links between spouses and so does death of married people, 
etc.  Persons  in  registers  may  be  linked  directly,  like  parents-children,  spouses  or 
registered partners, or indirectly, like brothers/sisters who share the same parent(s). One 
step  further,  indirect  links  may  suggest  the  existence  of  unregistered  relationships 
between individuals: if a child lives with his/her two unrelated parents, these form an 
unmarried couple. More subtly, the fact that two unrelated adults moved simultaneously 
to their present address suggests they are a couple. 
On the basis of this information, persons living at the same address can be shown 
to  be  related  and  to  form  a  family.  Persons  with  no  identifiable  family  ties 
(“unattached”  persons)  need  an  additional  input  to  be  classified  as  household 
members
20.  Their  households  can  only  be  constituted  after  the  links  between  the 
persons have been imputed. This is the case for some 11% of the Dutch households 
(about  700,000),  which  represent  some  7%  of  the  population  (about  1.1  million 
persons). Unmarried couples without children are inevitably the group that needs the 
higher fraction of imputation: close to 50%. Rules of imputation were extracted from a 
regression analysis on a sample of addresses where household rosters were collected for 
the Labour Force Survey (in 2000-2001, 230,000 persons were interviewed). For the 
most  numerous  case  (two  unattached  persons  living  at  the  same  address),  4,000 
addresses  were  included  in  the  sample.  These  records  were  used  to  determine  the 
probability for two persons living at an address of belonging to the same household and 
of being linked by a stable relationship (Steenhof & Harmsen, 2004). 
 
 
                                                            
18 Since April 2001, same-sex couples can register their marriage under the same conditions as opposite-sex 
couples. 
19 Since  January  1998,  same-sex  and  opposite-sex  couples  can  legalise  their  union  as  a  “registered 
partnership” that gives them rights similar to marriage on most points except those of parental relationships to 
children. 
20 Except, of course, for persons living alone, who constitute one-person households. Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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Table 7:  Logistic regression (probability that the two persons do not belong to 
the same household) 
  β  S.E.  Wald  df  Sig.  Exp(β) 
Age difference between the 2 persons  .139  .020  46.200  1  .000  1.149 
Average age of the 2 persons  .078  .022  13.178  1  .000  1.081 
Degree of urbanisation  -.360  .060  35.469  1  .000  .697 
Number of never married persons  1.924  .373  26.560  1  .000  6.849 
Age difference* Same-sex  -.049  .013  15.121  1  .000  .952 
Average age*Same-sex  -.054  .014  15.661  1  .000  .948 
Number never married*Same-sex  -1.209  .243  24.674  1  .000  .298 
Sex of the two persons      102.409  2  .000   
Same-sex (males)  -7.390  .782  89.228  1  .000  .001 
Same-sex (females)  -6.533  .799  66.872  1  .000  .001 
Constant  2.268  .563  16.252  1  .000  9.662 
 
Source: Steenhof & Harmsen, 2004. 
 
The variables in the regression are age, sex and marital status of the two persons 
and degree of urbanisation (Table 7). Combinations and interactions of variables are 
used, like  age difference  between the two  persons, their average  age, interaction of 
these variables by same-sex, etc.  
Regression analysis shows the importance of being same-sex for the two persons 
to belong to the same household and to be linked by a stable relationship. The Dutch 
case confirms the intuition gained from the French data: that two cohabiting unrelated 
same-sex persons are very likely to form a couple.  
Parameters calculated in the sample of addresses are then applied to all pairs of 
unattached persons in the municipal registers. They identify stochastically those who 
are linked (they form a unique household) and those who are not linked (they are two 
one-person households). 
The use of this procedure results in a yearly estimate of the number of same-sex 
couples. The raw calculation reveals a high number of such couples among young ages. 
Hence a complementary assumption is made that same-sex students or workers below 
the age of 30 years who share the same household are not couples. 
The number of cohabiting same-sex couples was estimated as 39,000 in 1995 and 
53,000 in 2005, compared with respective totals of 4.0 million and 4.1 million couples, 
i.e. proportions of 1.0% and 1.3%. Given the procedure used, it is no surprise that these 
proportions are in agreement with those observed in national surveys during the same 
period. For instance in 1999, the Dutch Socio-Economic Panel conducted with some 
5,000 households evidenced that 1.2% of the couples interviewed were same-sex. Demographic Research: Volume 17, Article 12 
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The procedure is radically different from that followed by censuses. Information 
on links between cohabiting individuals is not obtained though questionnaires filled in 
by  the  persons  themselves,  but  is  documented  externally.  Documentation  includes 
administrative information recorded in certificates of vital events, but also assumptions 
based  on  heterogeneous  elements:  simultaneous  migration  to  present  address  or 
characteristics of sex, age, marital status and location. It is a mix of hard data, common 
sense and statistical assessment that define a population partly identified for sure, partly 
measured on the basis of probability
21. 
Questions about the reliability of the results are not the same as those posed about 
census data. The method starts from the undisputable observation that people live at the 
same address. It then eliminates the case of related persons, who are known for sure 
(including cases of registered same-sex partners since 1998 and same-sex spouses since 
2001). It finally postulates links. Two of these postulates can probably be questioned as 
being too extensive. If two persons move to the same address on the same date, they are 
included in the category 'unmarried couples'; if two persons are living together in the 
same household, it is assumed that they have a stable relationship. These excessive 
extensions  oblige  the  statistical  institute  to  correct  the  data  for  students  and  young 
workers. That brings the total number of same-sex couples down by 12,000, but one 
may wonder whether it is enough and if other cases exist of two men or two women 
living together in the same  household without forming a couple. It is unfortunately 
difficult to go further than suspicion.  
Population registers exist in countries other than the Netherlands and could be used 
to  estimate  the  number  of  cohabiting  same-sex  couples.  Belgium  and  the  Nordic 
countries are examples of countries where population registers have been substituted for 
censuses  to  make  periodic  estimates  of  population  numbers  and  demographic 
characteristics.  All  these  registers  share  with  the  Dutch  one  the  capacity  to  link 
individuals, when formal relationships are evidenced by vital events that concern them 
directly  or  indirectly  (child-parents,  spouses  or  registered  partners,  brothers/sisters, 
etc.). 
However,  another  basic  condition  for  using  the  register  in  the  enumeration  of 
households is that individuals also be characterised by their precise address, i.e. by their 
location in a clearly identified housing unit. This is the case in the Netherlands, but also 
in Belgium, Denmark and Finland; the list is being extended to Norway, through the 
insertion of information from the 2001 population and housing census in the register. 
Iceland and Sweden are making the necessary efforts to join the group. None of these 
countries has so far produced estimates of the number of same-sex couples. 
                                                            
21 Censuses also include a dose of allocation where statisticians postulate what may have been the intention of 
the respondent if his/her answer differs from the expected one. Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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Population registers contain no information on the links between the persons in 
the household, contrary to censuses. These links may be known from administrative 
information,  they  may  be  postulated  from  individual  behaviour  or  they  may  be 
postulated on the basis of probability. This may result in statistics of same-sex couples 




When small populations (minorities) are to be counted, surveys are not adequate tools 
because  sampling  fractions  do  not  include  enough  cases  for  a  reliable  observation. 
Censuses or administrative records are much more pertinent sources. 
Such  sources  have  constraints  because  of  their  very  property  of  covering  all 
individuals in the population. They cannot be as detailed and flexible on any topic as a 
survey. Questions must be few for the forms to be short enough. They must be termed 
in such a simple manner that people can understand them without external help. 
Examples have been given of these technicalities from a few cases. In the 2000 
round of censuses, Canada was the only country that decided to use one line of its 
questionnaire for a response item specifically dedicated to same-sex couples. France 
saved a lot of space by leaving the question of relationship between household members 
“open”, so that everybody could decide their own formulation. The US and all other 
countries  relied  on  a  combination  of  non-specific  items  that  identified  the  couple 
relationship on one hand and the sex of the partners on the other. In no case was any 
additional space “wasted” on census forms to explain to respondents what they should 
do. 
The problem is complicated by the fact that relationship questions in censuses aim 
at distinguishing between legal and factual situations. Now that same-sex couples are 
able to register and legalise their union, it is necessary to identify two specific answers 
for the partners, depending on their de jure or de facto status. This solution has only 
been adopted so far by New Zealand for its 2006 census. Other space-saving options 
may  create  ambiguities.  In the  US,  people  were tempted to declare  a  husband/wife 
relationship, despite legal inconsistency and recommendations by the Census bureau. In 
Canada 2006, gay and lesbian associations called for rejection because legalised same-
sex  couples  were  required  to  describe  their  relationship  as  ‘other’.  The  question  is 
crucial.  Not  only  because  possibilities  of  legalisation  are  extending  in  the  western 
world,  but  also  because  it  places  legal  same-sex  couples  and  married  opposite-sex 
couples on the same level, with a risk of damaging confusion between them if they are 
only distinguished by the declaration on sex. Demographic Research: Volume 17, Article 12 
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In population registers, it is not even possible to put a question to the persons. One 
must rely on information already collected by the administration to exclude people who 
cannot form a same-sex couple (because they are related by other links) and one must 
rely on various assumptions to estimate whether the others are same-sex couples. 
In no case does data collection result in a straightforward processing of the number 
of same-sex couples. Risks of erroneous answers are sometimes considerable, given the 
small size of the population to measure. Even in the most favourable situation (Canada 
2001), the number of couples who wrongly declared being same-sex was well over the 
margin of acceptable uncertainty. Decisions on data editing, imputation, etc. must be 
taken to come closer to reality. But most of them look like black boxes for the vast 
majority of users and they cast some doubts on the validity of the results. Maximum 
transparency is needed. 
After the Canadian and the US censuses in the 1990s, gay and lesbian associations 
challenged the data issued by the national offices of statistics and demonstrated their 
willingness to help achieve a fair picture of the group of homosexual couples. Their 
involvement in the preparation and the conduct of the next wave of censuses clearly 
contributed to an improvement in the results. It also seems to have been the case of the 
2006 New Zealand census, although it is much too early for a clear assessment of the 
new procedure. 
In France, the homosexual community is much less enthusiastic to enter a battle 
for improved knowledge of the number of same-sex couples. When legal recognition 
was opened to same-sex couples through the PACS (Pacte civil de solidarité), there were 
voices  opposed  to  counting  these  acts,  in  the  name  of  confidentiality  and  privacy 
regarding sexual orientation. The initial law in 1999 forbade the enumeration, and it 
took eight years for an amended law to be brought into force. Under these conditions, it 
is no surprise that the 1999 census procedures making it impossible to issue statistics on 
same-sex couples remained unchallenged by the homosexual community. 
Statistical results in France, Germany and probably England suggest that, in the 
absence of explicit response items dedicated to same-sex couples, these couples are 
very reluctant to declare themselves as such in categories that were initially labelled for 
opposite-sex partners. In Canada, by contrast, the explicit same-sex answers lengthily 
discussed beforehand seem to have attracted nearly all the concerned people. 
One  may  object  that  same-sex  couples  who  do  not  declare  themselves  can  be 
presumed to be classified elsewhere, so that their number and characteristics can be 
estimated, if not openly measured. This is the case for a fraction of couples in censuses, 
under the present conditions of data collection. And it is systematically so in population 
registers,  where  relationships  between  people  living  at  the  same  address  are  not 
declared by the individuals but postulated by the statisticians. Our feeling is that, with 
regard to a sensitive matter directly connected to the sexual orientation of individuals, it Festy: Enumerating same-sex couples in censuses and population registers 
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is  by  far  preferable  for  statistics  to  rely  on  the  free  declaration  of  the  individuals 
themselves rather than on assumptions made without their knowledge. From the recent 
experience of a few Western countries, these conditions are best fulfilled when explicit 
response items are proposed to enumerated people. 
The recent recommendations by the Conference of European statisticians for the 
next round of censuses rightly go in this direction. But they fail to detail the caveats 
associated  with  any  second-best solutions  and to  underline the  need to  conduct the 
reform of census procedures in close collaboration with the most concerned groups of 
actors. Demographic Research: Volume 17, Article 12 
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